Chapter 20

NATURE NOT TO BE RULED5

THE sluggish stream of war was entering a new stretch of
rapids. In 1595 Drake and Hawkins were busy preparing an-
other of those semi-public, semi-private., joint-stock predatory
enterprises which took the wind out of Spanish sails and left
Europe astounded at the spectacle of a petty kingdom harassing
a rich and mighty empire with impunity. As usual they were
tantalized by Elizabeth's tendency to think a second and a third
time, change her mind, harbour misgivings. It seemed to have
become a chronic habit with her: people told the story of the
carter who, on being informed for the third time that the Queen
had altered her plans and did not intend to move on that day3
slapped his thigh and said,c Now I see that the Queen is a woman
as well as my wife.' * What a villain is this 1* called out Elizabeth,
who overheard him from a window, and sent him three angels
to stop his mouth. A woman's trait it may have been, but doubts
and delay were inseparable from a system of rule where all de-
cisions were personal, and councillors and courtiers were for
ever whispering cautions in the sovereign's ears. The wonder
rather is that she retained her sanity and displayed so much
vigour of purpose. Drake and Hawkins did, however, at last get
away in August, and sailed for the Spanish Main on their last
tragic voyage.

A month before they sailed four Spanish galleys from the
Breton coast descended on Cornwall, burnt Penzance and other
places, and then scuttled away. It was a mere pinprick, but it
showed that the shores of Engknd were not inviolable, and
gave point to the news coming through from Spain that a new
Armada was in preparation for the following year. Orders were
sent out to put the country in readiness, and at the turn of the
year the warriors were urging Elizabeth to organize an attack
-on the Spanish fleet in its own ports. She had her doubts,